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A Comprehensive Approach to
Recruitment and Retention of
Rural Healthcare Providers
Becky Seignious and Ragan DuBose-Morris, MA

By combining and coordinating available resources, the South Carolina
AHEC System has measurably reduced the shortage of healthcare
professionals within rural areas of the state. Given its success in primary
care, the initiative is now expanding into oral health care.
The South Carolina AHEC plays a direct role in
the recruitment and retention of health professionals who are employed at community-based
clinical practices in South Carolina. Through
initiatives like the Rural Physician Program, the
National Health Services Corps’ State Loan
Repayment Program, and the Locum Tenens
Program, the South Carolina AHEC provides a
number of ways to support physicians and
advanced-level practitioners who establish
practices in rural and underserved areas.
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The South Carolina AHEC Rural Physician
Program State Incentive Grants were established by the South Carolina Legislature in
1989 to provide incentives for physicians and
advanced-level practitioners to practice in the
rural and underserved areas of South Carolina.
Grants are available to providers who commit to
primary care practice in Health Professionals
Shortage Areas (HPSA) for four years. Each
year, between 15 and 20 physicians are selected
to take part in the program.
Since 1989, over 300 providers have been
placed in rural and underserved communities
across South Carolina for a cumulative total of
over 1,200 years of service. Statistics have shown
that retention rates are greatly enhanced if these
professionals remain in a site for four or more
years. This is true in South Carolina’s program,
which has a retention rate of 85% for those in
private practice.
The South Carolina AHEC also administers the
National Health Services Corps’ State Loan
Repayment Program which is funded by the
U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services’ Health Resources and Services
Administration. This program provides grants to
physicians and advanced-level practitioners to

help them repay their educational loans in
exchange for a commitment to practice in a notfor-profit setting in a designated HPSA in South
Carolina. Eligible practitioners include primary
care physicians, nurse midwives, nurse practitioners, and physician assistants who contract to
practice for a maximum of four years.
These practitioners are significant contributors to
the healthcare delivery system in South Carolina.
Practice incentives grants help them establish
practices in underserved areas of the state. In
these settings, they share in the personal and
professional rewards that come from practicing in
a small town.
For example, for over 20 years Sam Stone, MD,
from Chester, South Carolina, has played a major
role in his community. As one of the first South
Carolina AHEC Rural Physician Program State
Incentive Grant recipients in 1991, Dr. Stone
was able to return to his hometown of Chester
where he continues to practice to this day. The
City of Chester, is situated in the northern
Piedmont section of South Carolina.
Dr. Stone is a mentor for medical students and

actively participates in the Medical University of
South Carolina College of Medicine’s Family
Medicine/Rural Clerkship. He also participates
in the Family Health Foundation’s Student
Preceptorship Program when he allows students
to shadow him during the summer months.
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Beyond his work as a family medicine physician,
Dr. Stone utilizes his talents by lending a hand at
the local free clinic, traveling as a team doctor for
Clemson University, and speaking to students
about what it means to be a family physician in a
rural setting. Dr. Stone is an excellent example of
a State Incentive Grant recipient being able to
return to a rural community, provide exemplary
patient care, and help educate and encourage the
next generation of providers to consider establishing their practice in a rural community.
Another AHEC-administered initiative that has
added to the recruitment and retention effort for
South Carolina has been the South Carolina
Locum Tenens Program. Established in 1994,
the Locum Tenens Program is a collaborative
effort involving the South Carolina AHEC
Family Medicine Residency Training Programs,
the University of South Carolina-School of
Medicine, the South Carolina Department of
Health and Human Services, and the South
Carolina Office of Rural Health.
The program is designed to increase the retention
of family practitioners and pediatricians in rural
South Carolina by providing them an opportunity
to take a break for vacations and family time,
continuing medical education, or for other reasons
that might necessitate an absence from the
practice. Without this support, practitioners would
be hard pressed to find affordable coverage for their
practices and patients would potentially be
without essential primary care services. In fiscal
year 2005, over 1,400 hours of Locum Tenens
service was provided across South Carolina.
Dr. Ralph Riley is a physician who has benefited
from the Locum Tenens program. He is a family
practitioner in Saluda, South Carolina, a designated
HPSA. He has been in practice for 20 years and
averages 22,000 patient visits a year. Dr. Riley
says the Locum Tenens Program through the
South Carolina AHEC has been a valuable asset
to him. He states, “I have been able to attend
meetings and enjoy vacation time with my family
because of this program, and I will certainly continue
to use these services in the future.”
Mr. David Hayden, the Executive Director of
Low Country Health Care System, a not-forprofit community health center located in Fairfax,
also recognizes how important backup coverage is
in rural areas. Low Country Health Care System

operates three primary care centers in Allendale
and Barnwell counties. They provide primary
care to any and all patients regardless of their
ability to pay. Between the three offices, Low
Country Health sees approximately 200
patients per day. The high volume of patients
dependent on the System means that being
understaffed is not an option.
Due to provider shortages and turnover in recent
years, Low Country Health Care System has
turned to the South Carolina AHEC Locum
Tenens Program to assist with its physician
needs. The service has been invaluable to Low
Country and the patients it serves. According to
Mr. Hayden, “The ability to staff the offices with
quality physicians, affordably, has been a key
factor in the financial and overall success of Low
Country Health Care System.”
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The newest initiative for the South Carolina
AHEC is just getting underway. In July 2005,
the Rural Dentist Program was established by
the South Carolina Legislature. The program,
modeled after the Rural Physician Program,
assists with the repayment of educational loans
for dentists who practice in Health Professional
Shortage Areas or who serve as full-time faculty
at the Medical University of South CarolinaCollege of Dental Medicine. The expectation is
that during their commitment period, these
dentists will establish viable practices or
academic careers at the College of Dental
Medicine, become involved in their respective
communities, and remain after the funding
period is over. Priority for this program
is given to those demonstrating
financial need and expressing intent to
remain in the underserved area or in a
much-needed faculty position at the
MUSC College of Dental Medicine.
Four rural dentists and four faculty
members were selected in the first round
of loan repayment grants.
These ongoing efforts of the South
Carolina AHEC system are a fundamental part of the organization’s mission
and vision: to be a leader in building a
collaborative educational system
designed to optimize the health of
South Carolinians by achieving
excellence in health care through
recruitment, retention, and education.
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Dr. Sam Stone addresses medical
students at his alma mater, the
Medical University of South
Carolina, as part of National
Primary Care Week activities.
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